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William Cottrell-Dormer became the first Director of the newly formed Department of 
Agriculture Stock and Fisheries (DASF) after World War II. He was born in Rolle, 
Switzerland in 1901 and completed his primary education in France before moving to 
Australia where he completed a Bachelor Science, Agriculture (1929) and a Masters of 
Science, Agriculture (1936) at the University of Queensland. Previously, Cottrell-
Dormer had been an assistant to the Entomologist in Queensland with the Bureau of 
Sugar (1921-26). After completing his tertiary studies, Cottrell-Dormer became an 
agricultural research officer with coconut companies in the British Solomon Islands. 
During the War, he served as the Director of Agriculture in Tonga, where he was 
responsible for the introduction of the modern marketing of copra. As a consequence of 
legislation, the Tonga Copra Board was established in 1941, which became the sole 
buyer of copra. This eliminated not only wasteful competition but also direct 
exploitation.  Cottrell-Dormer arrived in Port Moresby in 1946 where he envisaged and 
created a Department of Agriculture for the newly amalgamated Territories of Papua 
and New Guinea. 
Based on his work in Tonga, where farmers grew coconuts on smallholdings around a 
nucleus estate, he outlined his vision for agricultural development in the Territory of 
Papua New Guinea as “one based on mixed farming on individual small-holdings, 
capable of producing adequate subsistence for families and in addition enough cash 
crops to obtain money for taxes and other material wants” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1946a: 1). 
In support of the Australian Administration aim of developing self-governance and self-
supporting communities, Cottrell-Dormer, also envisaged smallholder needs to be able 
to process and store his produce, not only at an individual level but at a community 
level. He resigned from the position of Director of Agriculture Stock and Fisheries in 
1951, giving his reason as wanting to work closer with Papua New Guinea 
communities. As a Regional Agricultural Officer, Cottrell-Dormer experimented with the 
relationship between community development and agricultural extension and the 
formation of “grass-roots” organisations, such as, Rural Progress Societies, Village 
Agricultural Committees and Village Women Committees. He thought that agricultural 
development combined with community development would bring new and valuable 
techniques in the advancement of the Indigenous people. This paper will discuss the 
philosophies and aims behind Cottrell-Dormer’s vision for the development of 
agriculture and whether changes in farming systems and the introduction of 
“grassroots” organisations were sustainable modes of agricultural development.  
Cottrell-Dormer, on taking up the position of Director in 1946, considered the broad 
policy of DASF should be aimed at the improvement of nutrition and the living 
standards of the Indigenous people by teaching and encouraging them to take full 
advantage of their potential natural resources (Cottrell-Dormer, 1946a: 1). Borrowing 
policies from the Administrators of other Dependencies and Colonies, he was of the 
opinion that these aims could not be achieved unless “people were settled on the land”. 
He envisaged an elimination of the shifting agricultural practices of the people to be 
replaced with a new farming system. He foresaw families securely settled on 
smallholdings, using new techniques, growing new foods, producing a diversity of cash 
crops and raising domesticated animals (Harris, 1988: 137). To achieve these aims, 
Cottrell-Dormer, noted that it would be the function and duty of DASF to “guide the 
2Indigenous people in their advance from their primitive form of agriculture to farming 
systems which will make possible the development of the community envisaged” 
(Cottrell-Dormer, 1946a: 2). These changes for the Territories’ agricultural development 
had been described as revolutionary (Harris, 1988, p.137), as “mixed farming systems 
for smallholders have not been devised for this Territory” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1946a: 5). 
Depending largely on his experiences in Tonga and the effectiveness of smallholder 
farming by Tongans, Cottrell-Dormer, proposed smallholder farming would lead to the 
development of export industries, which would supply many of Australia’s tropical 
requirements. These were to include coffee, tea, cocoa, quinine, rubber, and spices 
(Cottrell-Dormer, 1946b: 1).
The plan put forward by Cottrell-Dormer for gradual development of “Native 
Agriculture”, sat comfortably with the policies of development set by the Australian 
Commonwealth Government. Previously, economic development in the Territories had 
been directed towards European private enterprise and was limited only by markets 
available and the supply of Indigenous labour (Ward, 1945). As in most colonies after 
World War II, Australia abandoned the use of compulsion and indentured labour. It was 
no longer acceptable that “natives did what the government told them to do under 
pressure and not by preference” (White, 1972: 77). The new aim of the International 
Community, was to educate local inhabitants on the merits of adopting not only new 
methods for their subsistence crops, but also to enter the world economic system 
based on cash cropping for export (Faulkner & Mackie, 1933: 5). In keeping with 
Australia’s International obligations under the United Nations Trusteeship, the 
Commonwealth Government declared that the “Territories must be developed… and 
that the natives will be given better health, better education and an opportunity to share 
a greater extent in the resources of the country” (Ward, 1945). This was reiterated in a 
press release by the Australian Prime Minister in 1945 when he stated the economy of 
the Territories “will be native and European industry with the limit of non-native 
expansion determined by the welfare of the native generally” (Prime Minister, 1945). 
Cottrell-Dormer defined agriculture policy for the Territories in keeping not only with 
Australia’s commitments under the UN, but also with the idealism of the time.  
The Department of Agriculture created by Cottrell-Dormer, was divided into five 
“Divisions” each with its sphere of responsibilities. One division was created to 
concentrate on agricultural extension (McKillop, 1981: 240). The organisation of DASF 
included Headquarters, Division of Plant Industries, Division of Animal Industries, 
Division of Fisheries; these were to be the research and “resources” divisions, while the 
newly created Division of Extension’s function was in the social context of rural 
development (Cottrell-Dormer, 1964: 2). Cottrell-Dormer’s insistence on a Division of 
Extension was one of the conditions on which he accepted the position as Director. He 
perceived extension work as the main concern of agricultural development as “without 
it the Department of Agriculture could not justify its existence” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1949). 
The men to fill the positions of agricultural extension officers were to be “young 
graduates from Australian Agricultural Colleges and Universities, with good academic 
and cultural backgrounds” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1947, PNGNA File 1-3-2). Cottrell-Dormer 
was “influenced by the unshakeable conviction” that development could not proceed 
without obtaining technical information relative to the Territories natural resources. He 
thought the lack of Indigenous farming technical knowledge would hinder agricultural 
extension. (Cottrell-Dormer, 1947, PNGNA File 1-3-2). This newly formed division was 
to be involved in field testing, application and extension of available knowledge in 
agriculture, horticulture and animal husbandry, aimed at developing permanent mixed 
farming systems for Indigenous small holdings and the improvement of Indigenous 
nutrition, and the fostering of Indigenous export and other associated industries. The 
plan was to examine land use capabilities and determine the best way to utilise these 
capabilities for crops either for export, industry or food. This was to be accompanied by 
a thorough understanding of local farming systems based on Indigenous knowledge. 
As with agricultural extension programmes in other colonies, it was designed not only 
3to aid Indigenous farmers in achieving their goals as efficiently as possible, but also to 
change their behaviour in order to reach government goals. Because of the communal 
nature of the colonised subjects (mostly located in villages), extension work became 
based upon the principles of culture variation and culture change (Lynn, 1949, p. 37).
That is, if agriculture extension was to work in the colonies or dependencies, such as, 
the Territory of Papua New Guinea, it needed to change the behaviour of the farming 
community in a way that accommodated local values, standards and social-political 
processes. Cottrell-Dormer perceived agricultural extension as a social system that 
used technical information to strengthen concepts of family unity, community, welfare 
and citizenship in the minds of the people. 
The Assistant Director of District Services and Native Affairs, Black, asked if 
agricultural officers could be found with the “right racial approach”. If not, Australian 
agricultural extension officers would “merely be an added incubus on the native 
community” (PNGNA File 1-3-2, 1946). Ward and Ballard, noted Australian 
agriculturalists rarely had prior experience in the tropics; were new to land where root 
crops rather than grain crops were the staples, and where shifting rather then 
sedentary agriculture was practised, where land was held communally rather than 
individually, and where technology was man-powered, not machine powered (Ward 
and Ballard, 1976: 443). To overcome this shortfall of trained Australian tropical 
agriculturalists, Cottrell-Dormer envisaged internal training and overseas training for 
Australian agricultural extension officers. This meant that DASF became a specialist 
and technically oriented department modelled on Australian practice, and as such 
stood apart from the generalist administration model associated with the colonial 
administration of pre-colonial societies (McKillop, 1981: 241).  Cottrell-Dormer also 
thought, agricultural training was also to be extended to the development of agriculture 
training for the Indigenous farmer. The aim of which was to “get a sprinkling of trained 
native people throughout the Territory who will be useful in developing communal 
projects and the adoption of new methods of agriculture as they were introduced” 
(Cottrell-Dormer, 1948: 55). Indigenous agricultural training began under the 
Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme (CRTS). In 1948, Cottrell-Dormer 
reported to the Conference of District Officers acknowledging “a start had already been 
made with rural training at Sangara and Erap, while there were a few applicants at 
Aitape and Wewak” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1948: 55). Agricultural Officers were instructed to 
accept all applications.   
A shortcoming of a smallholding policy is the difficulty in motivating the indigenous 
farmers/landowners to adopt commercial agriculture. As Harris pointed out, Cottrell-
Dormer’s work in creating smallholdings in Tonga was based on compulsion to plant 
coconuts for the copra trade (Harris, 1988: 137). Howlett also noted that the production 
of crops had to be stimulated or promoted by agencies external to village life (Howlett, 
1963: 2). This was to become the work of the agricultural extension officer. It was for 
this reason that Cottrell-Dormer insisted that these officers were specialists and 
technically oriented. It was their task to modernise Indigenous agriculture and by doing 
so, modernise the Indigenous structure of society by encouraging Indigenous farmers 
to move away from communal farming to individual farming practices. Cottrell-Dormer 
stated that, “in the past extension work had been purely agricultural and was largely 
task oriented” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1964: 2). He noted that earlier forms of extension work 
did produce results, but had little effect on the changing of attitudes of the people. 
Community development methods were a new conceptual approach. To achieve a 
change in attitude among the Indigenous farmers, Cottrell-Dormer proposed the use of 
“grassroots” organisations to bring about change. These “grassroots” organisations 
were to motivate people to bring about change to their communities by their own 
choosing.
In 1949, Cottrell-Dormer proposed the creation of a simple cooperative society 
structure to the Administration. These societies were to provide a means whereby 
4Indigenous communities could be organized for the purpose of adopting new methods 
and techniques, and gaining experience in the processing and marketing of primary 
products (Cottrell-Dormer, 1949: 1). Cottrell-Dormer envisaged these societies as a 
“first step in development of the true cooperative” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1949: 1). They were 
first established in the Mekeo region and became known as Rural Progress Societies. 
The Department of District Services were also operating cooperative societies under 
their Cooperative Section. Cottrell-Dormer in correspondence to Conroy, a District 
Agricultural Officer, noted the interest taken by the Cooperative Section in the 
establishment of Rural Progress Societies. He stated that to the “Co-Op Section [Rural 
Progress Societies] seem to be a heaven sent means to overcome the disabilities to 
their organisation” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1950). Cottrell-Dormer expected these societies to 
be absorbed into the Co-Operative Section “as a major plank in their own platform” and 
he did not seek any “priorities or copyrights” for DASF. He looked upon Rural Progress 
Societies as a contribution towards “native development and if it is useful for others, by 
all means let them use it” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1950). Ultimately, Rural Progress Societies 
became forerunners to Co-operative Societies and were seen as “initially transitory… 
which may develop into private companies or continue as registered Co-operative 
Societies” (DASF Manual of Procedures, 1967) 
In 1951, Cottrell-Dormer resigned from his position as Director of DASF to take up the 
position as Regional Agricultural Officer to work in the Mekeo on a rice-growing 
scheme. This scheme had begun prior to World War II but for various reasons including 
low prices and the primitive methods used, stability and expansion were never 
achieved (Cottrell -Dormer, 1951: 4). It was in the Mekeo that Cottrell-Dormer began to 
experiment with community development through agricultural extension. With the 
introduction of Rural Progress Societies in the area, the Indigenous farmers moved into 
a new era by adopting mechanical cultivation methods for the production of rice for 
sale. Enthusiasm by the Indigenous farmers perhaps was not for rice production but for 
the machinery (McKillop, 1976: 21; Griffin, Nelson and Firth, 1979: 109), giving rise to 
“cargo cult beliefs” (McKillop, 1976: 21). The Mekeo rice scheme was eventually 
deemed a failure as Government Departments did not co-ordinate their work in the 
area and many of the officers and villages were opposed to the communal planting of 
rice fields. Griffin, Nelson and Firth suggested this was because communal work was 
seen as communism or because the people worked their gardens as family groups 
rather than communities (Griffin, Nelson and Firth, 1979: 109). In personal 
communication with McKillop, Cottrell-Dormer, admitted the failure, but contended that 
it failed because its success was dependent on social change. He complained “none of 
the Government officers, concerned with the implementation of the scheme, had any 
knowledge of the social or behavioural sciences of agricultural extension in its true form 
of educational process” (1976: 21-22). The commercial rice crop declined in 1952-53 
and Cottrell-Dormer moved to the Milne Bay District where no agricultural extension 
work had been done. Cottrell-Dormer stated that when he arrived in Samarai, he found 
himself with “100,000 technically unprepared native people crying out for economic 
development … where extremely little agriculture knowledge existed” (Cottrell-Dormer, 
1955: 2&3). It was here that Cottrell-Dormer, left alone to his own devises began to 
experiment with “grassroots” organisations. 
Donaldson and Good considered that Cottrell-Dormer, on relinquishing his Directorship 
of DASF, “returned to the past” (Donaldson and Good 1988: 146). However, McKillop 
thought Cottrell-Dormer’s time spent in the Milne Bay District was a period where he 
“quietly and devotedly” developed an integrated rural extension program (McKillop, 
1976:29). An examination of the work performed by Cottrell-Dormer, could be seen as 
“returning to the past”, as he implemented the original proposals and working plans for 
the Territory that he had envisaged in 1946.  This involved three phases: Investigation, 
Application and Development (Cottrell-Dormer, 1946b: 5). Between 1953 and 1955, 
Cottrell-Dormer had made sixteen patrols in the Milne Bay District, to learn about the 
soil, climate, agriculture of the area and the people (Cottrell-Dormer, 1955: 1). He then 
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Indigenous farmers about the new and best varieties of food crops. It also involved 
strategies of persuasion as the villagers had to be convinced of the desirability of 
adopting the new crops. He established a nursery at Kuiaro, later to become Kuiaro 
Agricultural Extension Station, where local young men received basic agricultural 
training. The training was simple as Cottrell-Dormer had one vital principle. The 
trainees were not to be taught any technique that they could not practice after they 
returned to the village. It was all done on a small and simple scale with management 
left as much as possible to a local instructor. In this way Milne Bay people slowly began 
to be acquainted with a wide range of commercial crops as the Centres’ nursery grew 
coffee, rice, peanuts, vanilla, tea, and chilies. Later this led to the development of a 
cash economy.  
As Cottrell-Dormer stated, “agriculture training alone could not meet our extension 
needs. Grassroots organisation was required through which we could have intimate 
contact with the village communities” (Cottrell-Dormer, 1961:103). It was through these 
“grassroots” organisations that Cottrell-Dormer’s Extension philosophy of “self-help, the 
use of local resources of all kinds, the co-ordination of endeavour in the economic, 
political and social fields and the participation of the people in the program planning 
and implementation”, was to be achieved (Cottrell-Dormer, 1961: 92). He created 
Village Agricultural Committees (VAC). The people selected VAC members from clans 
or extended family groups of a community. The functions and duties were determined 
largely by the VACs and its members, under DASF guidance (Cottrell-Dormer, 1956: 
14). The VAC members received no pay and were not encouraged to become 
agricultural police, although, Cottrell-Dormer noted, “some would readily do so” 
(Cottrell-Dormer, 1956:14). They were encouraged by example and exhortation along 
with frequent visits by Kuiaro trainees and Administration patrols. 
Cottrell-Dormer was concerned that agricultural extension work did not include women. 
It seemed singularly one-sided and futile if women were overlooked. In the house and 
in the gardens, women were the principal workers in both areas. He argued economic 
development must always be accompanied by parallel social and political development. 
In 1957, his “grassroots” organisations were expanded by the formation of Women’s 
Committees (Cottrell-Dormer, 1961:105). Women’s Committees helped to unify a 
village in its efforts towards a common, if “ nebulous goal, namely ’progress’” (Cottrell-
Dormer, 1961: 106). These committee activities extended outside the role of 
agricultural pursuits. They included child welfare, village hygiene and getting children to 
school everyday (Cottrell-Dormer, 1961: 105).  Women Village Committees were to 
provide leadership to women in improving home life and providing a better environment 
for the rearing of village children, to assist in the organisation of garden work and 
generally to give an example of good citizenship for the next generation (Cottrell-
Dormer, 1964: 3). Cottrell-Dormer later linked these Committees to Agricultural 
Associations in recognition of the importance of agriculture in the lives of the 
communities. These were formed within linguistic and geographical areas (Cottrell-
Dormer, 1961: 107). These “grassroots” organisations also enabled an integration and 
co-ordination of various aspects of village development and led to greater co-ordination 
among government departments and extension and Local Government Councils 
(McKillop, 1976: 29). 
In 1961, Cottrell-Dormer, at the age of sixty retired from DASF and returned to 
Australia. On relinquishing his position his farewell statement in the DASF Newsletter
stated, tongue-in-cheek, “he would continue to carry the torch of rural organisations in 
Brisbane and hopes to have a St Lucia Village Agriculture Committee in operation 
whose special interests will be keeping in good order the lawns of retired Principal 
Agricultural Officers (PAO’s), and also a Women’s Committee to start and maintain 
vegetable patches for the said PAO’s” (DASF Newsletter, 1961: 4). 
6Cottrell-Dormer acknowledged the importance of improving the economic status of 
communities in the Territory of Papua New Guinea. He wanted to raise the standard of 
nutrition, health and education to the point where Indigenous people could adequately 
manage their own affairs in an independent state. This was to be achieved through 
conversion from a subsistence economy to a commercial or at least a semi-commercial 
economy. But what Cottrell-Dormer envisaged went beyond the introduction of cash 
cropping. He wanted to inspire or motivate Indigenous people to a wider range of 
political, social and civil development under the semblance of agricultural extension. He 
did not accept that these were separate identities. To Cottrell- Dormer they were very 
closely related and could bring about social change among Indigenous people. There 
was considerable debate about the promise of smallholder agriculture. Individual 
farming was opposed because it could create an elite farmer, which was exactly where 
DASF eventually concentrated most of their work. McKillop suggested a policy of “a 
progressive farmer” (McKillop, 1976: 29) philosophy with its encouragement of elite 
farmers began with smallholders. Today, it is also recognised in Papua New Guinea 
that the smallholders continue to be the strength of agricultural production systems in 
the country (Gwaiseuk, 2000:32). 
The systematic reshaping and modernisation of a farming system carried with it the 
possibilities of unwanted and unplanned disruption to traditional society. Cottrell-
Dormer recognised this danger. In line with Australian policies of the time, he 
attempted not only to keep the people on the land but with the aid of his “grassroots” 
organisations, attempted to include them in all areas of decision making when 
implementing changes with in the community. By adopting a community development 
approach to agricultural change, Cottrell-Dormer created opportunities for Indigenous 
farmers to participate in a wider, even global trade network. The government’s overall 
goals were for modernisation, expansion and diversification into export crops, and for 
new food crops to improve the standards of living and nutrition. Cottrell-Dormer’s vision 
for an agricultural extension program in Papua New Guinea continues today in the now 
Independent country. He deserves greater recognition of his role in developing post-
war economic policy, agricultural development and social change in the post-war 
Australian Territory of Papua New Guinea. 
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